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Virtual Work Groups: Does Gender Matter?
Mary R. Lind
Sharon D. White
North Carolina A&T State University
Abstract
Virtual work groups (email enabled asynchronous work groups) provide the context for this research. A
review of the group literature reveals that little research has been done on the gender differences in such
groups. It is hypothesized that in these groups there will be significant gender differences in terms of
perceptions of the work group experience. The context for this research are teams of students working on a
case project that have never had face-to-face contact.

Introduction
Virtual work groups in many cases involve people working together who may not interact in a face-to-face mode. In these
groups, the team members work using computer mediated technologies such as electronic mail and file sharing as they work
asynchronously in carrying out their team’s task. This type of collaboration allows these teams to disregard the barriers of
distance and time zones differences. However little research has been done to address the impact of gender on these teams. Is
there a gender effect in these faceless teams?

Gender in Group Support Systems Research
Group Support Systems research has addressed group performance (Connolly et al., 1989; Finholt, Sproull, and Kiesler,
1990; Easton, et al., 1990; Gallupe et al., 1988; Ho and Raman, 1991; Jessup et al., 1990; Lea and Spears, 1991; Poole, Holmes,
and DeSanctis, 1991; Sambamurthy and Poole, 1992). In many cases this research involves varying the technology uses, the
type of task, decision making processes, and other group attributes for the GSS groups.
Little research however has addressed the gender composition of such groups. Group research has shown perceived
differences will enter into the group’s interactions and impact the groups processes and outcomes (Andrews, 1992; Diliberto,
1992; Kent and Moss, 1994; Wood, 1987; Seibert & Gruenfeld, 1992). This research will seek to determine if perceived
differences vary by gender.
While Gefen and Straub (1997) did not look at groups specifically, they did show that there were gender differences in terms
of perceptions of electronic mail. Women perceived a higher social presence in email than did men, and they perceived email
as more useful than men. Men however found email easier to use, and surprisingly women with their positive perceptions toward
email, used it less than men. These results imply a significant gender difference in use and perceptions of email. This research
will explore the following question:
For email enabled virtual work groups, is there a gender difference in terms of perceptions of the group experience?

Virtual Email Work Groups
Virtual email work groups unlike face-to-face groups do not involve the additional communication cues of facial and body
expressions, gender, race and other individual characteristics of group members. While research has suggested that rich and
frequent communication can help organizational work groups to reach consensus quicker ( Zmud et al, 1991), there is little
research that explores the impact of gender on work groups.
Based on the research of Gefen and Straub (1997), we hypothesize that there will be significant gender differences in team
perceptions for virtual teams using email. This exploratory study will address the team members’ perceptions regarding the
virtual team experience in terms of the following characteristics: (1) group cohesion, (2) group conflict, (3) quality of work, and
(4) group inclusiveness.
Student virtual groups are used as the research context for this study. The members of the groups were at different North
American universities. Thus these groups never experienced face-to-face interaction. Their group interaction was only influenced
by the group experience with their fellow "faceless" team members. The sex of the team members was known in most cases by
the students’ names or through their informal email exchange as the team "got to know" each other. Still this research context
gave the researchers the opportunity to address gender differences in a faceless mode to see if there were significant differences.
The students completed a survey on the Web of group items developed from the group literature (Van De Ven and Ferry,
1980; Crosbie, 1975). Table 1 compares the responses across gender for each of the survey items. First comparisons are made
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Table 1. Web Survey Items
(a)
Virtual Men
n=42, Mean(std)

(b)
Virtual Women
n=92, Mean(std)

signif.
t-test
(a vs b)

(c)
Face-to-Face
Women
n = 17
Mean(std)

signif.
t-test
(b vs c)

Attainment of group goals

3.48(1.20)

3.54(1.05)

ns

4.00(1.03)

ns

Morale of the group

3.28(1.38)

3.65(.17)

ns

3.82(.88)

ns

Members of group stick together

3.25(1.40)

3.71(1.15)

p=.08*

4.00(1.05)

ns

Members of group help each other out

3.33 (1.23)

3.78(1.16)

p=.05*

3.94(1.48)

ns

Members of group get along

3.73(1.01)

3.86(1.07)

ns

4.12(1.22)

ns

Satisfaction with group experience

3.18(1.37)

3.60(1.15)

p=.08

3.06(1.30)

p=.08*

Extent you disagreed with the group

1.53(1.11)

1.65(.83)

ns

1.53(1.07)

ns

Extent the group disagreed

1.55(.99)

1.63(.85)

ns

1.47(1.01)

ns

Extent to which conflict hindered the
group

1.87(1.32)

1.80(1.05)

ns

1.59(1.12)

ns

Extent to which conflict was resolved

2.97(1.68)

3.51(1.38)

p =.07*

3.29(1.27)

ns

Extent to which conflict was
smoothed over

2.46(1.52)

2.32(1.2)

ns

3.73(1.62)

p=.001*
**

Rate the quantity of work produced

3.60(1.17)

3.49(.99)

ns

4.00(1.17)

p=.07*

Rate the accuracy of work produced

3.63(1.08)

3.69(.89)

ns

3.94(.97)

ns

Rate the number of creative ideas
produced

3.53(1.11)

3.38(1.07)

ns

3.65(1.17)

ns

Extent to which you feel a part of the
group

3.43(1.53)

4.12(1.04)

p=.01**

4.12(1.36)

ns

Did group members give each other
support

3.47(1.40)

3.95(.98)

p=.04*

4.66(1.25)

ns

Group Cohesion Items

Group Conflict Items

Quality of Group Work

Group Inclusiveness

across gender for the virtual group and then women from the virtual group were compared with women in a mixed, face-to-face
group. Both types of groups, virtual and face-to-face, used the same case assignment.

Discussion
Table 1 shows that of the group cohesion items, women perceived that the virtual groups stuck together more and helped
each other more than did the men. The women were also more satisfied with the virtual groups than the men. The only group
conflict item significantly different was where women perceived that the group conflict was readily resolved - more so than did
the men. There were no significant differences in the quality of the group work between the genders. For group inclusiveness,
the women perceived more than men that they were a part of the group and the women perceived that the group members gave
each other support to a higher degree than did the men.
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Table 2. Web Survey Items
Virtual
n=75
Women
Mean(std)

FacetoFace
n=17
Women
Mean(std)

Attainment of group goals

3.54(1.05)

4.00(1.03)

ns

Morale of the group

3.65(1.17)

3.82(.88)

ns

Members of group stick together

3.71(1.25)

4.00(1.05)

ns

Members of group help each other out

3.78(1.16)

3.94(1.48)

ns

Members of group get along

3.86(1.06)

4.12(1.22)

ns

Satisfaction with group experience

3.60(1.15)

3.06(1.30)

p=.08*

Extent you disagreed with the group

1.65(.83)

1.53(1.07)

ns

Extent the group disagreed

1.63(.85)

1.47(1.01)

ns

Extent to which conflict hindered the group 1.80(1.05)

1.59(1.12)

ns

Extent to which conflict was resolved

3.51(1.38)

3.29(1.27)

ns

Extent to which conflict was smoothed over 2.32(1.20)

3.73(1.62)

p=.001***

signif.

Group Cohesion Items

Group Conflict Items

Quality of Group Work
Rate the quantity of work produced

3.49(.99)

4.00(1.17)

p=.07*

Rate the accuracy of work produced

3.69(.89)

3.94(.97)

ns

3.65(1.17)

ns

Extent to which you feel a part of the group 4.12(1.04)

4.12(1.36)

ns

Did group members give each other support 3.95(.98)

4.66(1.25)

ns

Rate the number of creative ideas produced 3.38(1.07)
Group Inclusiveness

The results for the virtual group women
were then compared to women who worked
in mixed-gender, face-to-face groups on the
same case. These results showed that the
face-to-face women were significantly less
satisfied with the group experience than
their virtual counterparts. The face-to-face
women also perceived that conflict was
smoothed over to a significant degree as
compared to the virtual groups. The face-toface women perceived a higher quantity of
work produced than the virtual women.

Conclusions
While these comparisons did not result
in significant difference for all the items,
they do show that some differences exist.
The women appear to be more satisfied with
the virtual group experience than their male
counterparts. This merits further research.
A possible explanation could be that the lack
of non-verbal cues and the structure of an
email enabled virtual group allowed for
more equal group participation. Keisler and
Sproull (1992) and Sproull and Keisler
(1986) suggest that anonymity has an
equalizing effect on group members,
breaking down social cues and increasing
participation. This may help to explain the
significant effect for group inclusiveness.
The significance found in two of the group
cohesion items - perceptions of satisfaction
with the group experience and members of
the group sticking together - could also be
explained by the equalizing effect of the
technology. Also role theory (Maccoby and
Jacklin, 1974) suggests that women will act

in a role consistent manner by avoiding group conflict and promoting solidarity.
Increasingly gender specific issues have become an area of academic research. These preliminary gender findings for work
groups present an area that merits further small group research.
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